Few commentators could suggest a more important or more critical field than that of medical and health care quality. This journal addresses both the subject and the creation of a field of study and practice. Two of the key criteria for a scientific and professional field are a body of knowledge and a culture with active dialogue among the members. Both involve this journal and the members of the sponsoring College. The journal itself is involved in the creation of the field of quality assurance in two ways.
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First, my belief is that the journal makes a significant contribution to defining the field of quality assurance. It has already begun to do so in its young history. But quality assurance itself is not very old-there is much work to be done by prospective academic and professional contributors.
Second, the journal serves as a forum for both research and practice-oriented members of the scientific and professional communities involved in quality assessment and assurance. We invite and encourage you to engage in dialogue about the philosophy, theory, methods, and expected outcomes of this work. This dialogue is especially important in the early stages, as it literally defines the field. There is much room for creativity and for integration of existing work.
How should this dialogue occur? Those readers with research and practice experience must take up the responsibility to report their work. While academics and professionals sometimes debate who has the base to contribute to the development of the field, I believe very strongly that it is an interactive endeavor. Academic and research-oriented members have a natural responsibility to engage in the dialogue. But some commentators have noted that theory is pushed by field reports and that the experiences of professional practice serve to test and expand our theories. We need to hear from both researchers and quality assurance professionals.
The task of defining, measuring, and improving quality is a challenging one indeed. It must engage our most capable researchers and clinical providers. There is little more central to professional values and behavior than a commitment to quality. The dialogue in research and practice represented by the articles in this journal will demonstrate our intention to best meet the needs of patients, the very purpose of the greater fields of medicine and health care. I look forward to this work and to the future contributions of both practicing quality assurance professionals and researchers. James T. Ziegenfuss, Jr., Ph.D. Pennsylvania State University
